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This paper examines the role of accountability in the workplace. Accountability is defined as the need to justify or defend 
one’s actions to an evaluator who has potential reward or sanction power (Frink & Klimoski, 1998). While accountability 
is a growing research conversation among scholars, more focus needs to be dedicated to understanding how the dispo-
sitional traits of employees interact with workplace accountability mechanisms. Specifically, this manuscript explores the 
interaction of personality and the accountability environment on employee performance. The findings from this empirical 
investigation indicate that there is a significant interaction between personality and accountability environment when it 
comes to predicting employee performance.  
This paper examines individual and department level accountability and its relationship to employee behavior. Accountability is defined as “[T]he real or perceived likelihood that actions, decisions, or behaviors of an indi-vidual, group or organization will be evaluated by some salient audience, and that there exists the potential 
for the individual, group, or organization to receive either rewards or sanctions based on this expected evaluation” 
(Hall, Frink, Ferris, Hochwarter, Kacmar, & Bowen, 2003, p.33). The aforementioned definition reflects current under-
standing of the construct; specifically, it includes language which acknowledges the social nature of accountability 
(i.e., interaction with relevant others) as well as its ability to motivate and shape human behavior. 
Despite increased scholarly attention, researchers are still unraveling accountability’s role within organizations. Over 
the past decade, scholars have refined the definition of accountability (Cummings & Anton, 1990; Frink & Klimoski, 
1998; Schlenker & Weigold, 1989), explored a select number of antecedents (Lerner & Tetlock, 1999), and tested a 
number of outcome variables (Frink & Ferris, 1999; Hall et al., 2003). 
According to Katz & Kahn (1978) attributes of the person and organizational factors influence the way in which 
role episode (i.e., social cues) is interpreted by the focal person (i.e., receiver or agent). This is an important part of 
understanding how social influence theory and accountability integrate. This idea has been explored in several 
accountability research studies. Frink and Ferris (1999) found that the interaction of personality and accountability 
was significantly related to performance outcomes. More specifically, the study showed that under accountability 
conditions more conscientious individuals performed at higher levels than less conscientious. In another study, 
Ferris, Dulebohn, Frink, George-Falvy, Mitchell, & Mathews (1997), found that job and organization characteristics 
interact with employee accountability in such a way that influences employee behavior.  
Because people seek approval and status, informational cues received from relevant others (not just those who hold 
the employee accountable) may influence the decisions made. This is particularly relevant to the preemptive self-
criticism assumption. Preemptive self-criticism states that when employees are aware that they are held accountable, 
but not aware of the accountability standards, they will engage in greater cognitive evaluation. As such, employees 
tend to exert greater effort toward information searches and engage in increased complex information processing 
(Chaiken, 1980; Cvetkovich, 1978; Rozelle & Baxter, 1981) prior to making decisions or taking action. Under this condi-
tion, employees are more likely to entertain informational cues (intentional or unintentional) from third parties. Using 
Tetlock’s decision heuristics as a starting point, social influence, and accountability can be integrated in a meaningful 



















































Accountability Environment: Proposed Model
This paper argues that the social environment (i.e., accountability environment) can affect the accountability expe-
rienced by employees. Specifically, environments that are high in accountability (e.g., strong accountability environ-
ments) will engender greater employee accountability. Secondly this paper explores the role that personality, namely 
conscientiousness, plays in the accountability performance relationship. While it is argued that high accountability 
environments lead to greater employee accountability, it is equally important to note that certain personal factors 
can have an amplifying or dulling effect on workplace behaviors (i.e., performance). More clearly stated, this paper 
presents the notion that high accountability environments are valuable and do, in fact lead to greater employee ac-
countability, however the relation between personality and employee accountability will be most pronounced in a 
weak accountability environments (as compared to a strong accountability environments). 










Hypothesis 1: A positive relationship is expected between the outcome variable performance and the predictor vari-
ables effort expended, employee accountability, and personality. Additionally, employee accountability in a strong 
accountability environment is expected to be higher than employee accountability in a weak accountability environ-
ment.
Hypothesis 2: The relation between personality (conscientiousness) and employee accountability is moderated by 
accountability environment, such that the correlation between personality and employee accountability is less pro-
nounced in high accountability environments, as compared to low accountability environments.  
Data and Methodology
Participants: Participants consisted of 230 students at a medium size university located in southwest Texas; 96 were 
in the high accountability group and 133 were in the low accountability group. The majority of the participants were 
21 (23%) or 22 (25%) years of age. There was an equal distribution between men(50%) and women (50%). Sixty-one 
percent of the population were seniors, 33% were juniors.  78% of the participants are African American, 5% were 
white, 2% were Asian, 4% Hispanic, and 7% were in the other category.  The majority of the participants had between 
4 years (33%) and 5 years (30%) of work experience.
Data Analysis and Results
Hypothesis 1 was supported. Multiple linear regression was used to test hypothesis 1. Results of the high account-
ability environment suggests an overall significance of the equation, overall F value was as follows: F(8, 82) = 10.38, 
p <.001 indicating that personality, employee accountability, and effort expended were significantly and positively 
related to the outcome variable student performance – supporting the hypothesis. See Table 1, 2, and 3 for support-
ing data.
Partial support was found for hypothesis 2. In order to test hypothesis two, the correlation between personality and 
employee accountability was calculated for strong/high accountability environments (r = .119) p = .055. Similarly, the 




















































Accountability is key to the successful functioning of any organization, as such, it is important that managers under-
stand both their employees and the accountability mechanisms with their organization. Empirical investigation of 
the interaction between dispositional traits and accountability environment would shed much needed light on how 
organizations can better use accountability to drive employee performance. If we concede that human resources (i.e., 
employees) are the most valuable resources within an organization, the natural conclusion is for organizations and 



















































Z test for accountability Across the Strong and Weak Accountability Environments
Accountability Environment Employee Accountability
Strong .215**
Weak .008**
z test  z = 1.61**
Note. Standardized beta values are reported. *** p. <.001, ** p. < .01, * p. < .05
Table 3
Multiple Linear Regression Results for Hypothesis 1 – High Accountability Environment
Step and Variable Step 1 Step 2
Step 1:
     Age 0.297 0.165
     Gender -0.185 -0.016
     College Status -0.038 -0.031
     Work Experience -0.274 -0.077
     Race 0.099 0.116
Step 2:
     Effort Expended .285**
     Employee Accountability .215*
     Personality .346***
     R2 0.136 0.503
     ∆ R2 0.367
Note. Standardized beta values are reported. *** p. <.001, ** p. < .01, * p. < .05
Table 1
Multiple Linear Regression Results for Hypothesis 1 – Low Accountability Environment
Step and Variable Step 1 Step 2
Step 1:
     Age 0.193 0.180
     Gender -0.07 -0.119
     College Status 0.076 -0.014
     Work Experience -0.367 -0.281
     Race 0.005 0.007
Step 2:
     Effort Expended .282**
     Employee Accountability -0.008
     Personality .492***
     R2 0.046 0.454
     ∆ R2 0.408
Note. Standardized beta values are reported. *** p. <.001, ** p. < .01, * p. < .05
Table 2
Difference Correlations of Personality and Accountability Across Strong and Weak Accountability Environments
Accountability Environment Employee Accountability
Strong Personality .199*
Weak Personality 0.217
z test  z = .14
Note. *** p. <.001, ** p. < .01, * p. < .05
Table 4
Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1 Accountability 44.79 7.39 1
2 Personality 55.41 9.42 .22** 1
3 Effort 53.34 10.97 .45** .39** 1
4 Age 23.01 3.99 0.01 -0.01 0.04 1
5 Gender - - -0.04 -0.04 -0.03 -0.02 1
6 College status 3.65 0.54 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.12 0.05 1
7 Work experience 5.67 3.44 -0.07 -0.09 -0.12 .59** 0.02 0.04 1
8 Race - - -0.12 -0.01 -0.08 0.1 -0.03 -0.02 0.08 1
9 Performance - 0.785 .32** .57** .52** 0.01 0.06 0.07 -0.23 0.01 1
N = 230. The table above presents all of the inter-correlations between this study’s variables. These correlations do not 
strongly indicate problems of multicollinearity because none exceeds the .60 benchmark noted by Cohen, Cohen, West 
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